High levels of HIV-1 replication show a clear correlation with downmodulation of Bcl-2 protein in peripheral blood lymphocytes of HIV-1-seropositive subjects.
Peripheral blood lymphocytes (PBLs) from 51 HIV-1-seropositive subjects with different levels of HIV-1 replication and 20 healthy blood donors were examined for the expression of the antiapoptotic Bcl-2 protein. All the plasma samples from HIV-1 patients were characterized for the presence of HIV-1 p24 and HIV, RNA viral load. Bcl-2 protein expression in fresh peripheral blood lymphocytes was studied by different tests, including Western blot and indirect immunofluorescence techniques. Direct immunofluorescence staining, revealed by flow cytometry, was applied to quantify the number of specific anti-Bcl-2 antibody epitope binding sites, thus extrapolating the relative number of Bcl-2 into the cells. The results indicate that the expression of Bcl-2 protein is significantly lower in peripheral blood lymphocytes of HIV-1-seropositive patients showing high levels of viral replication, detected by means of HIV-1 p24 and RNA viral load, with respect to HIV-1 patients with low levels of virus replication and healthy blood donors. The clear-cut inverse correlation between viral replication and Bcl-2 expression reinforces the view that HIV-1-mediated apoptosis probably represents a key mechanism in AIDS pathogenesis.